The political constitution of islandness : the 'Tasmanian problem' and Ten days on the island by Harwood, A
 The Political Constitution of Islandness: 
The ‘Tasmanian Problem’ and Ten Days on the Island 
 
 
 
 
Andrew Geoffrey Harwood, BSc (Hons) 
 
 
 
 
 
Dissertation submitted in fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy (Geography) 
School of Geography and Environmental Studies 
University of Tasmania, Hobart 
June 2011
Declaration 
This thesis contains no material which has been accepted for the award of any other degree 
or diploma in any university or other tertiary institution and, to the best of my knowledge 
and belief, contains no material previously published or written by another person, except 
where due reference has been made in the text. 
This thesis may be made available for loan. Copying of any part of this thesis is prohibited 
for two years from the date this statement was signed; after that time limited copying is 
permitted in accordance with the Copyright Act 1968. 
Research was conducted in accordance with the ethical standards proscribed by the 
University of Tasmania’s Human Research Ethics Committee (ethics approval code: 
H6147). 
 
 
 
Andrew Harwood 
21st June, 2011
Acknowledgements 
This thesis has been a long time in formation, and there are family members, close friends, 
academic colleagues and study participants to thank deeply for their contributions. For the 
process of producing this thesis has been a profoundly collective affair, involving many 
people who enthusiastically offered and gave precious time, energy and inspiration when 
it was most needed. 
Most importantly I thank my incredible parents, Geoff and Jan Harwood, and my 
wonderful sister, Michelle Harwood, her partner Robert Smith and their children Marie 
and Norman, who together provided material support, love, care and an unconditional 
belief that I could complete the work. 
The supervisory team that I first assembled together – sociologist Bob White, philosopher 
Jeff Malpas and geographer Elaine Stratford – were chosen because I respected and 
admired their academic achievements and because I liked them all dearly as people. 
Working with Bob and Jeff I was first able to articulate some of the central threads of the 
thesis; Bob is deeply missed as a friend and mentor. Elaine was unwavering from the start 
in her belief in the project, many times providing thoughtful and practical advice that 
supported and underpinned the research. In the last year Aidan Davison took a key role in 
supervising and his insights into the doctoral process and enthusiasm for the story itself 
have been critical to completing the writing. Other colleagues from the School of 
Geography & Environmental Studies have provided a diversity of academic and personal 
assistance, questions and answers. I would particularly like to thank Anna Egan, Denbeigh 
Armstrong, Greg Phillips, James Boyce, Jon Osborn, Matt Bradshaw, Paulene Harrowby, 
Peat Leith, Pete Hay, Steve Leonard and Stewart Williams, who have all had a hand in 
helping me to complete the work. 
There are others that can be singled out for generous and specific contributions. ‘The Ark’ 
afforded a home and ‘99’ a writing companion. Samantha McLean was unfailing in her 
willingness to assist in any way she could, and her intelligence, honesty and forthright 
friendship are dear to me. Carol Petersen gave energy and sent parcels of music in the post. 
Mary Elizabeth Anderson provided inspiration in seeing things in the work I could not. 
Mary Eagle read, edited and engaged with the thesis as it neared completion, and her 
heartfelt encouragement and insight were critical. Martin Gascoigne provided a home 
away from home. Skye Targett and ‘Jack’ gave happiness, joy and love, as well as 
perspective, while also working on the time-consuming task of checking references. Others 
that have assisted along the way include Alice de Jonge, Belinda Robertson, Bert Wicks, Bill 
Jackson, Blanche Hutchings, Bruce Tranter, Catriona Ross, Daiv Lown, James and Kate 
McIntosh, Jenny Tyers, Jesse Shipway, Julian Ebeli, Kim Kertze, Malcolm and Bok 
Robertson, Margaret Eldridge, Mark Adams, Mark Pritchard, Martin de Jonge and Amelia 
Liu, Melanie Joosten, Mitchell Best, Nadia Mahjouri, Nicole Hutchings and Roy Langman, 
Noni Gander, Philip Mead, Siobhan Maiden, Stephen Ashley, and Warren Sproule. 
Apologies to anyone I have forgotten. 
Lastly, I would like to warmly thank all of the research participants for their willingness to 
be involved and their contributions to the study.
 Abstract 
This thesis investigates the political constitution of Tasmanian islandness. Ever since 
colonisation by the British in the early years of the nineteenth century, island status has 
been at the heart of Tasmanian collective life. However, many scholarly and public 
discourses of Tasmania treat islandness as an inviolate social condition resulting from the 
seemingly fixed geographical fact of being an island. Tasmania’s encircling boundedness, 
much smaller areal size in comparison to the Australian continent, and modern 
geographical position at the end-of-the-earth, sustain judgements that Tasmania is isolated 
and peripheral to national and global affairs and that Tasmanians are insular and 
backward, recalcitrant moderns. 
The social conditions that are taken to flow from islandness are theorised within the 
scholarly field of island studies as ‘the island effect’. However, many conceptualisations of 
islandness are deeply invested in modern dualism, and view the agency of islands in terms 
of pre-given, objective ontological opposites, chief among which are mutually exclusive 
categories of nature and culture. Actor-network theory provides an alternative to 
monolithic constructions of islandness as an apolitical determinant in social life, presenting 
islandness as a performative achievement arising from agency borne of heterogeneous 
entities. Rather than approach islandness as a topographical form, the distinctive spatiality 
of islands is conceived of as being constituted from three obdurate topological relations: 
those of land-water, island-continent, and island-island. 
The empirical investigation into the political constitution of Tasmanian islandness reported 
in this study begins with discourse analysis of three twentieth century governmental 
inquiries into the aetiology of the ‘Tasmanian problem’. These inquiries, covering a period 
of 70 years, propose that Tasmania’s island status and distinctive island community are 
characteristic of Tasmania, but a problem for Tasmanians and, therefore, need to be 
overcome if Tasmania is to progress. Given the impossibility of overcoming a characteristic 
which is constituted as an inviolate social fact of nature, these acts of governance are met 
with repeated resistance and interference from Tasmanians. The uncanny success of the 
governmental framing of Tasmania as an impossible object of governance is to cement 
islandness as an authentic, though essentially backward, feature of Tasmanian life. 
At the end of the twentieth century governmental ambitions are increasingly organised 
around appeals to ‘culture’. In Tasmania, the history of resistance to governance in the 
name of society and from the perspective of the nation-state seem to pre-dispose the island 
to novel forms of governance that work through island culture. A major international 
cultural festival, Ten Days on the Island, intended as a celebration and affirmation of 
Tasmania’s worldly islandness, is the prime site through which to re-articulate solutions to 
the Tasmanian problem. 
This study reports on an empirical investigation of the workings of the first two Ten Days on 
the Island festivals, in 2001 and 2003. In the inaugural festival, a mix of participant 
observation and ethnographic description prepare the ground for analysis of how the 
festival re-positioned Tasmania’s island status and the identities of Tasmanians. While the 
first festival was hailed by many as an unparalleled governmental success in its ability to 
bring Tasmanians together as a member of the world of island cultures, the second festival 
in 2003 was beset by patterns of acrimony and bitterness long familiar in Tasmanian 
politics. An environmental controversy erupted in the lead up to the 2003 festival when the 
State Government business enterprise, Forestry Tasmania, was named as a major sponsor 
of Ten Days on the Island. The governmental dream of uniting Tasmanians as islanders 
provided new means for reasserting the fractured form of Tasmanian islandness. The 
multiplicity of peoples, practices and places complicit in the varied constitutions of 
islandness suggests that governmental projects are destined to invariably fall short of their 
ambitions. Rather than the Tasmanian problem being a problem of Tasmanians, the source 
of the problem resides in the dream of governance to fully-encompass Tasmania as an 
island. 
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